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The purpose of this publication is to serve as an organ of Ashury
Theological Seminary for the dissemination of material of interest
and value primari~v to its immediate constituency of alumni. students andfriends. but also to a broader readership of churchmen,
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Material published in this journal appears here because of its intrinsic value in the on-going discussion of theological issues. While
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a commitment to rigorous standards of academic integrity and
prophetic forthrightness.

Introduction
by Dr. Robert A. Crandall
It is a real honor for me to participate with you in the celebration of
the 200th anniversary of the Sunday school which, in the words of D.
Campbell Wycoff, is "as American as crabgrass." The Sunday school
represents the greatest single influence on American Protestant
religious education. More than a century ago F.D. Huntington
described the Sunday school in typical 19th century language as
follows: "The Sunday school appears to take on the character of an
endless experiment by the grandeur of its objective, by the
inexhaustible interest it touches, by the immortality of the soul it
nourishes, as well as by the variety of the conditions in which it exists.
It is invested with the mystery and charm of an unfinished enterprise.
Its plan is never quite filled out. " 1 In these words, Huntington
encapsulates the genius and spirit of the American Sunday school.
The idea of "an endless experiment" still characterizes the Sunday
school as it enters its third century.
Today the Sunday school remains the most controversial and
continuous religious education agency in Protestantism. In its "roller
coaster" existence of popularity and paucity, it has won the acclaim
of leaders in government, religion, and education. It has been called,
"the most enduring religious movement in American history" and has
outlasted every other movement (such as labor, peace, temperance).
As "pioneer and precursor" of the American public school system,
the Sunday school also indirectly influenced the development of
Roman Catholic parochial schools, the public library system and
popular educational programs for adults. It has shaped the social,
economic, and political systems in the United States and left an
indelible impression upon the entire culture. In fact, it has made an
impact around the world. These lectures, however, are purposely
centered upon the development of the Sunday school in the United
States.
Dr. Robert A. Crandall, general director of the Department of
Christian Education for the Free Methodist Church, holds the
Ph.D. degree from the University of Notre Dame.
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While lauded on one hand, the Sunday school has also been
ridiculed as "the most wasted hour of the week" on the other hand. It
has been the recipient of jokes such as, "When is a school not a
school? When it's a Sunday school!'', and has received sneers from
both religious leaders and professional educators. It should be
acknowledged that as a religious instructional agency the Sunday
school has been educationally suspect, with reason, for its often
shallow content and methodology.
Though rooted in social action, the Sunday school does not have a
good history in that arena. It failed to deal with the race issue and its
red, white, and blue banner has supported war efforts. It also failed
to cope adequately with industrialization, urbanization, and
immigration.
Today the Sunday school remains the main Protestant religious
instructional agency, enrolling nearly 40 million persons. In many
smaller churches, it is the only religious instructional agency. For
that reason, as Robert Lynn and Elliot Wright in their book, The Big
Little School, suggest, "It is vastly more important than is probably
realized by its modern supporters or depreciators. ''2
If indeed "the past becomes the present writ small''3 then a look at
the history of this marvelous institution should be helpful. Someone
has suggested that history is a lamp, so in this sense "to light the
present is to show the future." Certainly then, as William Bean
Kennedy asserts, "Investigation of the development of the Sunday
school therefore contributes to wider understanding of the strategy
decisions now being faced in the American society and in the
church."4
It is my hope that these lectures, which will endeavor to sketch the
past 200 years of the Sunday school in America, will be the prologue
to much discussion, deliberation, and development of better
religious instruction in many local churches.
The problem facing any historian or person who would endeavor
to cover 200 years of the Sunday school in 150 minutes is the basic
problem of the Sunday school itself. That is to be erudite without
being obtuse, to explain without boring, and to suggest some answers
without being simplistic. When I speak of the Sunday school, I do so
in the generic sense.
To enable us to get a hold of the main developmental process, I am
suggesting a grid. Vertically it has been divided into three
chronological periods which make up the three sections of these
4
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lectures. These are from 1780 to 1860, 1860 to 1910, and 1910 to the
future and beyond. Each of these periods are then divided up into
smaller segments of "bite size" chronological pieces. Horizontally,
there are two factors which intersect the Sunday school throughout
its history. My contention is that the Sunday school has consistently
set its direction by the loadstone of the Protestant American culture
and has been guided by the loadstar of public education. I will
endeavor to show what was happening in culture, particularly in the
religious realm, and somewhat in public education. A third factor
which will only be incidentally noted is the Methodist movement. It
would appear that the fortunes of the Sunday school have fairly well
followed those of Methodism. I will attempt to note places where
these impinge upon one another.
However exciting, just sketching is not enough to give direction.
The person who would be prophetic should look beneath the surface
events to see what was happening and what was contributing to the
success of a movement such as the Sunday school. Therefore, I will
be suggesting nine developmental themes or characteristics which
were present in different periods of the movement and which
remained fundamental to the Sunday school. Three of these will be
treated in each part.
Among those that I have noted and will amplify later are these: the
church as the family of God; meeting the need of persons; Biblecentered teaching; evangelism; clergy interest and support; lay
volunteer teachers; and organizational enthusiasm.
•
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Its Genesis:
Emerging Childhood,

1780-1860
The Sunday school as we know it is basically an American
institution which was born in England but raised in the United
States. Its early years reflected its beginnings, but when it became
school age it was drastically changed. These two periods are roughly
from 1780-1830 and 1830-1860.

I. From Benevolent Empire to American Dream:
The Early Development of the Sunday School, 1780-1830
The revolutionary rains came, the secular sun shone, the winds of
renaissance wisdom began to blow and lo, the seeds of the Sunday
school began to break through the soil of American early national
period society. Fertilized by the freedom fervor of nationalism and
cultivated by a class culture, the young plant took root rapidly.
The earlier colonial climate was conducive to the seeds of the
Sunday school and its societal soil made an excellent seed bed.
Among the factors which paved the way for the coming of the
Sunday school to America were: the interaction between Europe and
America; the close connection between the church and society; the
Protestant heritage of the church and the home being responsible for
the formal education and literacy of children; the missionary and
educational endeavors; the apprentice and other educational systems
which neglected the education of the poor; and the many private and
varied school systems.
But probably the most important factor was the charity attitude
taken by various religious and philanthropic societies. This was
especially true in the middle and southern colonies which were
engaged in evangelistic and educational endeavors. It would seem
that the schools begun by these agencies were almost direct
forerunners of the Sunday school.
The Sunday school like other forms of education in America was a
6
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unique adaptation of an idea from Europe. It can be argued that the
Sunday school in America was a transplant from England rather
than an original seedling from North America. Yet there did exist on
the American continent the various institutional forms of what later
became the Sunday school.
The Sunday school in America was probably a hybrid - that is a
native seed in native soil pollinized by an English plant. Once the
shoots of the Sunday school broke through the soil, it began to grow
at an amazing rate.

The Cultural Context
By the beginning of the early national period, the United States
was no longer a colonial outpost but rather a new nation. To develop
new traditions and cultural patterns and to formulate its own ideals
was a slow process. To sever the European umbilical cord was also
painful.
Two cultural forces were at work which would aid in the
development of the Sunday school. The first of these was the
westward frontier movement with its emphasis upon individualism.
It was not an individualism without cooperation, however, for
nationalism arose as a parallel development. Such a spirit led to a
common language for the new nation as well as the promulgation of
the idea that children should be taught to become good citizens. The
second was the struggle between the capitalistic and agrarian classes.
Many, among them Thomas Jefferson, saw in the rural existence a
state of virtue conducive to independence and self fulfillment in
contrast to urban life which led to corruption and decay. Such a
philosophical position was to profoundly affect not only the public
school but also the Sunday school. Not until early in the twentieth
century would this fundamental concept be challenged and even then
Protestantism would maintain an agrarian stance.
The Sunday school movement in the United States began as a
philanthropic attempt to provide children with basic education.
Classes were held on Sundays when the factories and mills were
closed so that child laborers could attend. Instruction was given in
the four "R's" - reading, writing, 'rithmetic and religion. This was
basically the same pattern as the English schools.
John Wesley, the father of Methodism, may well have also been
the father of the Sunday school, in both England and America.
Wesley is said to have started the first Sunday school in the world in
7
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1737 in Savannah, Georgia on his first missionary trip, and in
England many of his societies engaged in religious instruction. 5 His
mother, Suzanna, began a school in 1765 much like the Sunday
schools to follow, except it included more teaching of religion. 6 Later
in his life, Wesley gave his approbation to the Sunday schools when
he said, "who knows but what they may become nurseries for
Christians. "7
However, an enterprising layman and newspaper publisher,
Robert Raikes, is credited with founding the Sunday school
movement among the poor in England in 1780. Situated in Sooty
Alley, an area of Glouchester, Raikes took in his "ragged regiment."
These were the children who worked in the nearby pin factory and
who were exploited by their employers. Raikes' purpose in launching
the Sunday school was two-fold: spiritual and societal. He believed
that the children of the poor ought to be taught religion, but he also
believed that taking the children off the streets on Sunday would be a
way to improve society. These two thrusts would shape the Sunday
school for the next 200 years.
Raikes' basic contention was that children needed to be educated
to understand the Bible. To be a good Christian was to be a good
citizen; to be a good citizen, one had to know the Bible; to know the
Bible was to read; and in order to read, persons had to be taught. For
Raikes, the Bible would be the textbook. In this he was different than
other charity schools which tended to use catechism and creeds. In
his formation of the Sunday school, Raikes combined the secular
and the sacred in one teaching activity.
There are many claims to the first Sunday school in America. I
have already mentioned the one established by Wesley. Quite
possibly the first school patterned on the Raikes model was one
started in Accomac County, Virginia in 1785 by William Elliot, a
Methodist. The next year Bishop Asbury started one in his home. A
first day or Sunday school society was organized in Philadelphia in
1790. One of its members was Dr. Benjamin Rush, a signer of the
Declaration of Independence, a proponent of public schools, and a
leader in temperance reform. Other members included a Catholic, a
Quaker, and a Uni versalist. This religiously cosmopolitan
interdenominational beginning was to set a pattern for decades.s
But whatever the beginning, Sunday schools in America from
1780-1812 took their place alongside other community schools.
Sponsored largely by philanthropic societies or groups of churches,
8
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the Sunday school usually offered secular instruction based upon
religious values. In its foundation then, the Sunday school was
religious education in that it was education which was religious but it
was not separate from secular education. In the beginning it was one
and the same.

The Growth of the Sunday School
The Sunday school movement, however, did not grow rapidly
until after 1812. At this time, there was the formation of many
national societies and inter-denominational agencies including the
American Bible, American Temperance, American Tract, and
American Peace Societies, plus the American Sunday School Union,
all organized in the 1820's. The new nationalistic emphasis was
evident in the title of each of these since all began with the word
"American. ''9
Of course the most important of these societies and/ or agencies
was the American Sunday School Union which spearheaded the
inter-denominational effort of Sunday schools for a century.
Imagine the emphasis of the ASS U when one of the first managers of
the Union, until his death in 1843, was none other than Francis Scott
Key, author of the national anthem! From the beginning, the ASSU
had ambitious plans for fitting into the national nature, 10 as seen by a
statement from a resolution it adopted in 1828:
The Sunday school is an institution eminently adapted to
promote the intellectual and moral culture of the nation, to
perpetuate our republican and religious institutions, and to
reconcile eminent national prosperity with moral purity and
future blessedness.11
This theme of republicanism and religion was to last for years.

The Evolution of the Sunday School
During the National period the Sunday schools began to change
from charity institutions to schools for the religious instruction of all.
In the process, however, they also became multipurpose institutions
for social reform. Depending upon the geographical location, the
Sunday school served different functions. Soon after its beginnings,
it underwent a quick evolution. There seems to have been at least five
reasons for this evolution.
9
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The first was that contemporaries felt they had discovered in the
Sunday school an educational innovation which could serve any
useful purpose and thrive in any social environment. Ralph Ruggles
Smith, Jr., in a recent study of the "mission program" of the Sunday
school asserts:
Thus, early believers in the Sunday school had no trouble in
coming to the conclusion that if the Sunday school could do
good for every individual, no matter his social or geographical position, a campaign should be launched without delay
to marshal every child in the nation into a schoolroom on
Sunday. 12
A second development, which caused this evolution was the
tremendous initial success of the Sunday school, especially in the
United States. "This fact served to encourage supporters to
extrapolate the Sunday schools' percipitous early growth curve
indifinitely upward. "13
A third reason for this early transformation of the Sunday school
was the change in traditional education itself. In a recent study Anne
Mary Boylan says: "As increasing religious diversity forced
exclusion of sectarian beliefs from publicly supported schools,
religious groups devised new methods of religious education. " 14 The
unity of religion and education which had characterized Sunday
school teaching began to break down.
Another cause was the heightened evangelical fervor of the 1820's.
These revivals modified the old Calvinist doctrine of predestination
and emphasized that an individual could prepare himself for God's
grace. Thereafter, a new emphasis upon conversion took place.
A fifth factor was the Sabbatarian influence which made Sunday
teaching a desecration of the day, even though it may have been
serving religious functions. To teach writing and arithmetic would
profane a day which should be reserved for religious purposes. While
conviction about the sanctity of the Sabbath may have motivated
teachers to abandon reading and arithmetic, it was in Smith's view
that "the rise of the common school allowed them to do so with an
easy conscience. "15
It was to be the inter-relatedness of the common school and the
common Sunday school which was to affect the destinies of both.
Proponents of the common school, such as Horace Mann, felt that
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ideally the common school would reach every child in the
commonwealth. 16 At the same time, promoters of the Sunday school
in 1830 resolved to establish "a Sunday school in every destitute place
where it is practicable, throughout the Valley of the Mississippi. "17
And the cause for both the common school and the Sunday school
was projected, by men of vision and stature, some of whom were
ahead of their own time. While there were obstacles and opponents
to these movements, both succeeded during this period, if success is
measured only in terms of the number of schools established. It
appears that the Sunday school and the common school had a rising
influence on each other. In fact, as viewed from the present historical
vantage point, it would appear that neither would have come about
without the other.
The Sunday school as an institution was changed during this
period from a social-secular school to one almost exclusively
sectarian in nature. At the same time it adopted the "School Model"
which was to circumscribe it until the present time.

II. From Education to Evangelism:
The Missionary Outreach of Sunday School (1830-1860)
A Destiny and A Dream
The two themes of a "Manifest Destiny" and an "American
Dream" symbolized the basic social spirit of the times before the civil
war.
The American destiny and dream were inextricably tied to
evangelical Protestantism. Robert Handy says: "The middle third of
the nineteenth century . . . was a period in which conservative,
evangelical Protestantism was a dominant force on the American
scene. " 18 In many ways this period was more of a "Protestant age"
then was the colonial period.
At the same time, evangelical Protestant religion faced both
challenges and changes. The testing came largely from three sources:
a denominational fractionalism which brought tensions within, and
the stirrings of new scientific discoveries which threatened
theological suppositions from without. Added was the heavy volume
of immigration from Europe which was composed mostly of Jews
and Roman Catholics. Anti-slavery forces were joined by antiCatholic ones.19 Protestant religious leaders were interested in
preserving a united American Protestantism.
According to Clebsch, the transition in Protestant religion
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foil owed three main themes which made a difference: the erosion of
theological pessimism about man, the revivals, and new revelations. 20
The gradual theological shift from the Calvinistic to an increasing
Arminian strain in Evangelicalism made religion possibly more
palatable and more easily absorbed into society. One reason for this
was that the old Calvinism with its emphasis upon determinism was
opposed to the American national idea of democracy.2 1 Thus, as
Winthrop Hudson points out, "Evangelical Protestantism had
become defined almost wholly in Methodist terms. ''2 2 The emphasis
upon individual conversions combined with the evangelical
missionary flames spreading across America. Major new movements
such as Mormonism and various splinter sects arose, based on what
they called "new revelations."
Unlike any other place in the world, in predominantly Protestant
America the Sunday school became the common religious
educational agency. Thus, the community secular common school
was complemented by the common community religious Sunday
school. This was particularly true in the rural and frontier areas, for
in many such locales the same building often housed both.

The Rapid Extension of the Sunday School
The rise and expansion of the Sunday school in America was as
rapid as that of the public school, if not more so. One reason for this
is that "the common people took to them gladly." What had begun as
a school for the poor had become quickly upgraded to middle class
respectability. The Sunday school was no longer an arm of charity
but a club to which almost anyone could belong. Sunday school
exponents claimed, as did their common school counterparts, that
the Sunday school was democratic. It is said that Lyman Beecher
sent his daughters to Sunday school in order to break down the lower
class image of the Sunday schools. 23 At this point it was visualized as
a common Sunday school, common to all children.
Concomitant with the evangelical revivals of the l 820's and l 830's
was an evangelical thrust of the Sunday school movement as a
missionary venture. As Lynn and Wright put it, "The task was clear:
Christianize America so America can Christianize the world. ''2 4 It
was this dream that made the Sunday school forces into a movement
between 1830 and 1860.
By the time of the Civil War, the Sunday school had been
established and was operating on four main principles: (I) It was a
12
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lay enterprise based on non-professional teaching; (2) It was for
children of all social classes so far as any denomination or Sunday
school union avoided class consciousness; (3) The age limit had been
extended from the very young to include some adults; and (4) The
time schedule had been reduced to one or two hours.25 These
principles provided a basic educational pattern which has existed to
the present time.

III. From the Past to the Present:
Principles for the Sunday School
The major theme that seemed to run through the entire period of
1780-1860 is evangelization. It was evidenced by three basic
characteristics.

The Needs of Persons
The Sunday school began by meeting the needs of the "ragged
regiment." The unfortunate children of English society needed what
Raikes and others offered. Much the same conditions existed in
Philadelphia, Boston, and other American cities. Over the years that
changed. Later, the disadvantaged were those in the rural areas and
the Sunday school went there as well.
We should not forget that the Sunday school was started as a social
endeavor. One of Raikes' contentions was that to take the roughians
off the streets and make them better citizens would help society as a
whole. The same idea was promulgated by J. Edgar Hoover who
spoke often in defense of the Sunday school. While there are many
who have questioned the social potency of the Sunday school yet
there must be something which regular attendance helps.
Recently I heard a black judge from Louisiana say in a Social
Action Forum that of thousands of juveniles appearing before him,
only one attended Sunday school regularly and that was begun
following the offense for which he was being tried. As we have
already noted, the Sunday school and many Sunday schools of a
mission nature were founded.
In more recent years, the Sunday school has sometimes forgotten
the poor and the disadvantaged as it has become more and more a
middle and upper class institution. If the Sunday school is to remain
the Sunday school it must meet the needs of persons at whatever
social level, particularly the poor and the disadvantaged.
How can some of these needs be met? One Sunday school sponsors
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an early childhood school to help those children who are slow
learners before they begin their kindergarten experience. Another
has organized a "pantry"for the community. Another has volunteers
who follow bus routes and go into homes to see if families have needs
which can be met. One Sunday school offers a youth center for the
work of the community. Another Sunday school sponsors a Tuesday
night tutoring session to help young people with their high school
classes. Another Sunday school acts as a job clearing house to find
and channel requests for employment.
Professor Sarah Little suggested recently that perhaps the Sunday
school could cooperate with the public school in providing a new
model of community services.26 But whatever is done, the needs of
persons must come first. Those Sunday schools that are meeting the
needs of persons are the growing Sunday schools.
The needs of persons relate to the issues oflife. The Sunday school
has an opportunity to meet those needs because it is a place where
laypersons share with one another.

Evangelism
When I speak of evangelism I mean the concern for spiritual and
eternal welfare of persons. The one indispensible characteristic of the
Sunday school movement was that of genuine spiritual concern.
Wherever the Sunday school has been true to its evangelistic
beginnings, the Sunday school has grown. When, as in the past
couple of decades, it has lost that emphasis, the Sunday school has
declined.
Robert Lynn has observed that the Sunday school is "more of the
heart than of the head." Cold, cognitive teaching will not answer the
problems of mankind. Only a warmly affective response to the gospel
message will meet the spiritual needs of persons.
It is significant that the fastest growing Sunday schools today are
in the Pentecostal denominations with strong affective practices and
among the Baptists which emphasize the conversion experience. This
should tell us something!
Many of us know personally young people who have come
through an entire lifetime of Sunday school experience and never
once been confronted personally with the claims of Christ. I'm not
talking about spiritual scalp hinting. I'm talking about relating the
kerygma to the didache. We must have both.

14
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The Centrality of the Bible as the
Teaching Curriculum of the Sunday School.
Karl Barth is said to have been asked late in life what he believed to
be the central truth of Christianity. His reply was that it could be
summed up in the Sunday school song, "Jesus loves me, this I know
for the Bible tells me so." We can't improve upon that message.
The Word of God is our textbook. It is not our ideas, but God's
ideals. People are hungry for God's Word today. They want to know
what it says to them.
I have often said, "Our curriculum must always get people into the
Word and the Word into people so that they by the Word can get into
the world."
Perhaps we should be like the old brother who was teaching a
Sunday school class in the south. They were using the verse-to-verse
method, and he said "Now Brother Brown will you read the next
verse and make your commitments upon it."
In order to be successful, the Sunday school of today and of the
future will be careful to emphasize the three characteristics found in
the emerging childhood of the Sunday school: meeting the needs of
persons, evangelism, and teaching from the Bible.
•
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Its Greening:
Exuberant Adolescence,

1860-1910
The 50 year period from 1860 to 1910 is probably the most
important half-century of the Sunday school's development. It was
during this time that the traditional Sunday school reached its peak
in influence and attendance but also underwent dramatic and
traumatic changes.
Like a teenager in enthusiasm, awkwardness, and innocence, there
were the pressures of growing up. All the turbulent vicissitudes of
such growth were mirrored in the Sunday school.
Near the end of the period, when buffeted by forces of culture including religion, urbanization, immigration, and the public schools,
it grew up rapidly. The traditional Sunday school at puberty could
hardly be recognized as it made its way out of the teenage years.

I. From Movement to Monument:
The Institutionalizing of the Sunday School, 1860-1890
The Civil War is a watershed in American history. Like tragic
events within the lives of persons, this turmoil brought about a rapid
maturation of the nation. It was as if the awkward youth had,
through the wartime experience, rapidly grown up. Yet there still
remained the ambition, self-confidence, and drive of the young adult.
Even though many sore spots were still healing, the feeling abounded
that the new nation had certainly survived its "experimental stage."
The mood of the nation seemed to have spawned two desires: the
maintenance of the national unity and the more rapid establishment
of secure institutions. Both desires reflected additional enthusiasm
for the public school and the Sunday school, while at the same time
bringing pressures to bear upon both.

Developments in Religion
Both change and challenge were apparent in the religious realm.
16
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As Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., notes, "Perhaps at no time in its
American development has the path of Christianity been so sorely
beset with pitfalls as in the last quarter of the 19th century. "27 In view
of Darwinism and the new biblical criticism, the validity of the Bible
was at stake.
Beginning perhaps with Horace Bushnell's Christian Nurture,
which was to have an impact on theology and religious instruction,
was the "New Theology." As early as 1843 Bushnell advanced the
idea that "Children are to grow up Christian, and never to have
known otherwise." It furthered the religious thinking from man as
God's dependent to man as God's partner in the salvation enterprise.
The New England Primer had asserted, "In Adam's fall/we sinned
all." But 100 years later, Lyman Abbott could write, "In falling,
Adam did not represent me; I never voted for him. ''28 Here was a new
view of man - not one to be converted, but rather one who would
convert his own environment. This perspective of man which
contrasted with the plight of man in an urbanized society led to what
Hopkins has called "a social gospel sandwiched in between
orthodoxy and evolution. ''29
At the same time that religion was being assaulted, urban and
industrial developments saw the church fast losing its grip. Thus,
both the church's system of thought and its social program were
under attack.
During the period 1860-1890 the culture was an ebullient,
expanding one, both encouraging and enveloping an evangelistic
American way of life.
By 1872 the Sunday school movement in America was riding a
crest of popularity. Temporarily set back in its missionary program
by the Civil War, it had regained its militancy with a new emphasis
upon unity. Spurred by the Protestant religious revivals of the
previous decade and the contributions of various evangelical
denominations, its leadership continued to view the Sunday school
as a great force for good and for God in the nation.
The pollen of the Sunday school "plant," carried on by the breezes
of a boisterous expansionism, found root in many new places and
new forms. Thus, the Sunday school continued to grow and bear
fruit throughout the nation's "Golden Age."

The Expansion of the Sunday School
The years 1860-1890 were epoch-making in the progress of the
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Sunday school. Like its secular partner, the American Sunday school
movement during this period was one of the greatest religious
educational phenomena the world had ever seen. It influenced the
religious education patterns of countries around the world.
Also like the public schools, the Sunday schools were the great
religious common denominator. The united outreach effort of
Sunday schools was pointed up in the statement that "the Sunday
school is the only agency where all the church united in an effort to
reach all the people" and that the motto for the Sunday school should
be "all for all. ''30 By this time "most Americans who considered
themselves Protestants sent their children to Sunday school. ''3 1 And
by 1874 it was estimated that nearly 20 percent, or one-fifth, of the
entire population of the United States was connected with Protestant
Sunday schools of the country!3 2 The fact is even more remarkable
when one considers the entire frontier where Sunday schools were
just being organized. In 1877 at an International Sunday School
Convention, a reporter from Dakota, reporting for what he called
the Great Northwest, said in his statements: "Of all the public
religious institutions, the Sunday-school is the pioneer of the frontier
civilization today. It is first the Sunday-school, then the church, then
the public school. ''3 3 In his last sentence, the delegate succinctly
summarized the prevailing Protestant educational and evangelistic
strategy for the frontier areas.
It seems evident that this was an era of institution-building for
the Sunday school, as it was for society and the public school. Credit
is taken by the Sunday school as well as by the public school for
being an institution for the progress of the nation. At the first
International Sunday School Convention held in Baltimore in 1875,
the president's opening address referred to the Centennial year just
being entered. In this address he declared, "The observance of our
Centennial would be incomplete without a recognition of the agency
of the Sunday-school, in conserving in society those religious
principles which constitute the basis of civil liberty and secure its
perpetuity. ''3 4
Promoters of the Sunday school spoke in glowing terms of its
successes. Such triumphalism is reflected in the Yale Lectures of
Henry Clay Trumbull in 1888:
In the latter third of the 19th century, Bible-study and Bibleteaching have a prominence never before known in world's
18
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history, and vital godliness is shown and felt with
unprecedented potency in the life and progress of mankind.
This change is due to God's blessing on the revival and
expansion of the church Bible-school as His chosen agency
for Christian evangelizing and Christian training.35
Sunday school enthusiasts were not the only ones who recognized
the value of the Sunday school as an instructional agency in a
country where there was little possibility of systematic religious
instruction in the public schools. During the Centennial Exposition
in 1876, the French government sent a Commission to the United
States to study the principles and methods of primary instruction.
The president of the Commission evidently found that no
department of primary instruction in the country had impressed him
as being more important than the Sunday school. "The Sunday
school," he said, "is not an accessory agency in the normal economy
of American education; it does not add a superfluity; it is an absolute
necessity for the complete instruction of the child. Its aim is to fill by
itself the complex mission which elsewhere is in large measure
assigned to the family, the school, and the church." He went on to
say, "All things unite to assign to this institution a grand part in the
American life. Most diverse circumstances cooperate to give it an
amplitude, a solidity, and a popularity, which are quite unique.''3 6
By 1887 it was estimated that American Sunday school had
enrolled 1,000,000 teachers and 8,000,000 scholars. Compare this to
the 11,000,000 enrolled in public schools in 1885 and one can see the
popularity and extent of the Sunday school.37

Foundations for the Uniform Lessons
The "big story" of this period, 1860-1890, was the formation of the
International Uniform Lesson Series in 1872. It was an effort to
provide a uniformity which many leaders felt would lead to a deeper
national unity, especially in the face of increasing pluralism. The two
main planks of the Uniform Lesson platform seemed to be the
convention movement and the teacher-training movement. These
two elements called for a uniformity around which Sunday school
forces could rally.
The Convention Movement
From approximately the 1860's to the 1890's, the convention
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movement "stood for all that was progressive, evangelical, and
idealistic, in Sunday school service. ''38
These national conventions were primarily designed to provide
delegates with the necessary enthusiasm to return home and organize
state and county conventions. For example, in 1875 the report of the
delegate from Kansas was that out of the 67 counties in the state, only
34 were organized. "The balance," he said, "have largely no
population, and as buffaloes and Indians do not take well to Sundayschool work, can't do much in them!''3 9 He went on to say that the
Sunday schools were largely held in cabins and shanties and that they
hoped to open them not only in summer, but also in winter.
The convention movement had an able ally in evangelist Dwight L.
Moody. At the close of the Civil War, Mr. Moody returned to
Chicago from his chaplaincy work in the Union Army to become
engaged in Sunday school work. He had made known this purpose to
his former associates in the YMCA's chaplaincy program, William
Reynolds and B.F. Jacobs. Mr. Moody told them, "When the war is
ended, let's give our strength to Sunday school work. "40 This he did
at many state conventions, including the one in Illinois which devised
a plan to organize county and local societies on a much wider basis.
Of this plan it was said in 1900, "To this action may be traced the
system that now exists in America. "4 1 The idea of a more permanent
and penetrating perpetuation of the "grass roots" was a major factor
in Sunday school extension.

The Teacher-Training Movement
At approximately the same time, John H. Vincent, later to become
a Methodist bishop, had become the father of the normal institute
and the teacher-training movement.
Teacher-training institutes made the "one lesson each Sunday for
everyone" an attractive and simple way to instruct volunteer teachers.
In Sunday-school teachers' institutes held from 1862 to 1869, a uniform topic of study in the same school was warmly advocated.
The convention movement, the teacher's institute, and finally the
Uniform Lesson System - a trinity of triumphalism for the Sunday
school!

II. From Tradition to Transition: Challenge, Change,
and Competition in the Sunday School, 1890-1899
The decade of the "Gay Nineties" was one of transition in America.
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Such a transition time was unsettling to society and to its institutions,
particularly the public school and the Sunday school. In an era of
upheaval, agents of change look upon institutions as avenues of
change while traditionalists trust them as agencies of conservation.
Conflicting forces, thus, use such institutions as a fulcrum for their
particular interests. Because of its very nature as a uniquely popular
institution, the Sunday school received more than its share of such
pressures!
The period of 1890-1899 was for the Sunday school a time of
transition from tradition. External forces of a confident though
confused culture, and a popular though pressed public school
system, bore in upon it. Coupled with the internal pressure of its own
continued expansion, changing objectives, and competing educational
agencies, the Sunday school was placed in an uncomfortable position
indeed. Challenge and change were hurtling the Sunday school
toward a confrontation with its own future.
The Sunday school in the decade of the nineties was riding a crest
of popularity. Not only Protestants,- but Catholics, Jews, and
Mormons who saw its potential for religious indoctrination and
propagandizing had joined the "Bible band wagon." Even more than
previously, the Sunday school became synonomous with "American
religion." Such popularity in an increasingly pluralistic society was
to test the foundations of the institution.
The very attempt to maintain an American Protestant "unity" in
an age of increasing pluralism was difficult. An instructional system
locked into an inflexible lesson outline, with a largely ungraded
curriculum based solely upon the Bible, came increasingly under
attack. The insistence of Sunday school leaders upon keeping nonbiblical material out of the Sunday school, as well as other factors,
led to the rise of extra-Sunday school instructional agencies. While
originally perhaps complementary, these agencies later became
competitive with the Sunday school. They drained lay leadership,
finances, and the focus of attention away from the Sunday school as
an instructional agency.
The rise of these complementary yet competing agencies also
raised the question of the education primacy of the Sunday school.
At the same time, from an educational viewpoint, the Sunday school
like the public school, was feeling the beginnings of "progressivism."
New educational theories, especially pertaining to the child and the
teaching process, were beginning to have an impact, at least upon the
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leadership of the Sunday school movement.

The Rise of Complementary and Competing Agencies
From 1890 to just past the turn of the century, a plethora of extraSunday school agencies and activities came into being. Christian
Endeavor was begun in 1881 and the Epworth League in 1890.
Others such as Baptist Young Peoples Union, Boys Brigade, Boy
Scouts, and the YMCA camping program also began in this decade.
Various student missionary groups also arose at this time. Two
reasons can be postulated for this phenomenon: the circumscribing
of the Sunday school by the church, particularly by the various
denominations, and the failure of the leaders in the Sunday school
movement to understand the unity of the educational process.
By becoming identified more closely with the established church,
the Sunday school lost its ecumenical evangelistic dimension. Entire
denominations had adopted the Sunday school as the primary
instructional agency and had established departments to promote its
work.
No doubt there were those who saw the student volunteer
movements and social crusade activities as providing the interdenominational "revivalistic" thrust previously carried by the
Sunday school. With outside agencies picking up the propagandizing
and evangelizing roles, the Sunday school was to assume the more
restrictive role of instruction. And that instruction was limited
during this period to only the Bible.
The success of the Sunday school was still measured primarily in
traditional terms. That is, increasing enrollments, conversions
experienced, and the quantity of Biblical information dispensed.
And, as historian Ahlstrom observes, the Sunday schools were not
necessarily instructionally ineffective: "although they necessarily
mirrored the country's values, the Sunday schools did produce a
pious and knowledgeable laity on a scale unequaled anywhere in
Christendom. "4 2
At the same time, it could probably be said that as an "educational
movement," the Sunday school deteriorated in the nineties. Though
thousands of pupils continued to study and individual schools
improved, the passion for Bible study and for securing conversions
waned during the period. The fervor for evangelism was dying down
and the flame for education was only a spark.
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III. From Transition to Transformation:
Progressivism in the Sunday School, 1900-1910
Progressivism was the theme of early twentieth century America.
The spirit of progressivism permeated culture, including religion,
and centered especially in public education. Since the Sunday school
took its direction from these two sources -culture and educationit too was swept along on the progressive current. The progressive
education movement was to especially influence the Sunday school
in its educational objectives.
Protestant Christianity, as represented by the mainline denominations, had previously identified with American culture. Near the end
of the nineteenth century, when the churches finally "took over" the
Sunday school it was further inextricably linked to a secularizing
culture. By the beginning of the twentieth century, most mainline
denominations had accepted the new theology which made little
differentiation between the goals of Christianity and the goals of
society. The Sunday school had finally moved into the church just at
the time that the church had moved further into the culture.

Trans/ormation in the Sunday School
"At the outset of the 20th century, the Sunday school seemed ready
for another hundred years of dazzling growth." In the 30 years
following the International Convention of 1875, numbers in the
Sunday school had more than doubled. 43
Perhaps some of the growth success in the Sunday school was due
to the popularity of the organized class. Around the turn of the
century, Sunday school classes for young men, young women, and
adults, flourished. This development paralleled the increasing
popularity of the public high school and college. As a result, the
Sunday school, as an instructional institution, had moved beyond
the work with children to include all ages.
Despite its continuing growth and success there was also
continuing criticism of the Sunday school. Perhaps no school system
has been so savagely attacked since 1900 as the Sunday school. One
reason was its continuing lag behind the public school system in
education standards.
Conservative Sunday school leaders did not seem to try to rectify
the situation. They were largely occupied in promotion and
mechanical organization, rather than education.
Perhaps in response to this situation, early in the twentieth century
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all types of replacements were proposed for the Sunday school. And
as Kennedy suggests, "the very variety of these attempts indicated the
church's continuing search for structures that would fulfill the
nurturing task alongside what the public schools provided. 44 The
search for better educational practices in the Sunday school,
however, was not uniformly engaged in. Many traditionalists,
glorying in the past, were neither interested nor able to bring the
Sunday school into the present.
Neither did the Sunday school accept the challenges of
industrialization or immigration. The response of Sunday school
leadership to the American urban situation and to the immigrants
who inhabited it was defensive. Ironically, one of the agencies most
often employed to bring about the "American ideal" was largely
impotent when faced with a new opportunity of"Americanizing"the
hoards of foreigners touching American soil.
The Rise of the Religious Education Movement
The influence of religious educators, the progressive ideas of
pedagogy and child psychology, and the demand for curriculum
reform, better housing, and newer methods were seen in the area of
religious instruction. While the general populus may have been fairly
content with traditional practices in the Sunday school, the emerging
progressive religious education movement was bringing transforming
influences to bear upon the Sunday school institution.
There seemed to be at least five developments which would
eventually transform the old-line Sunday school movement into a
more modern religious education movement. Three of these
pertained to new organizations: the Religious Education Association
organized in 1903 for this stated purpose: "to promote religious and
moral education"; also in 1903, a Department of Education in the
International Sunday School Association, formed to extend the
training and upgrading of Sunday school teachers; the formation of
the Sunday School Council of Evangelical Denominations in 1910,
bringing together in one ecclesiastical body representatives of all the
mainline Protestant denominations. 4s
The fourth factor was the employment of professional directors of
Christian education. In 1907, a community religious education
federation employed a full-time person to do the work for Sunday
schools that a city superintendent of education did for the public
schools. The next year several local churches employed a director of
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Christian education exclusively for their local work. This was a first
step toward professionalizing the Sunday school agency which,
heretofore, had been completely volunteer and dominated by the lay
amateur educator.
Finally, there was the continued rise of extra-Sunday school
activities, particularly the burgeoning movements for weekday
religious instruction. These were to further broaden the idea of
instruction being more than the Sunday school. The traditional
Bible-centered Sunday school concept was to move toward that of a
total church school idea.
Organized in 1903, the Religious Education Association had its
nucleus in the Chicago area. Its executive committee was made up of
William Harper, president, and professors George Coe and John
Dewey of the University of Chicago, plus two others.

Another "Illinois Band"
Here then was another Chicago-based "Illinois Band." Like the
earlier group of Vincent, Moody, Reynolds, Eggleston, and Jacobs,
this group was committed to improving the Sunday school 30 years
later. Both groups included scholars, laymen, and ministers and felt
that their efforts were directed toward the needs of the nation. In
both groups were men of vision, creativity, stature, and persuasion.
But it is in the differences of these two "Illinois Bands" that the
transformation process of the Sunday school is reflected. The
emphasis of the first group was upon conversion, of the second, upon
character-building. For the first group, the program was extension,
while for the second group it was education. Pertaining to
curriculum, the first group promoted ungraded Bible-related,
content-centered material, while the second group proposed a
curriculum that was graded, life-related, and pupil-centered. The
first group used personnel who were generally lay volunteers and
often untrained. The second group insisted upon trained professionals
wherever possible.
Transforming the Objectives of the Sunday School
It would appear that by the turn of the century, the doctrine of the
separation of church and state was firmly implanted in the public
schools. They were beginning to give up most of the moral and
religious instruction which had traditionally been taught. Sunday
schools, therefore, would have to provide the majority of moral and
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religious instruction for the Protestant child. Such religious
instruction was appreciably beyond the sectarian portion previously
taught. This would demand not only an increasingly broadened
curriculum beyond just biblical content, but would also require more
qualified teachers. The new aim of the Sunday school was apparently
to provide a religiously knowledgeable and moral citizen.
Changing of the objective from Bible instruction and conversion
to character-building seems to reflect John Dewey's emphasis upon
growth and child development. At the REA Convention in 1903,
Dewey expounded upon the principle of gradual development of
religious knowledge and experience, stating that as far as everyday
life is concerned, "it becomes a matter of conformation rather than of
transformation. " 4 6 Whatever their own personal convictions,
religious educators were being forced to think in terms of Christian
experience as developmental rather than as a single event.

Bifurcation in the Sunday School
During the first decade of the twentieth century, the Sunday
school was not only undergoing transformation but also bifurcation.
During the early years of the twentieth century there occurred a deep
split within American Protestantism as far as the Sunday school was
concerned. On the one side were the church professionals ready to
reform the Sunday school and make it conform to both modern
culture and current education practices. On the other side were the
evangelicals who wanted to keep the Sunday school much as it had
been in the early days. The split followed roughly along theological,
sociological, and pedagogical lines. The "new theology" wedded to
the "new education" seemed, to the evangelicals, to work toward a
"new religious education" which appeared to approve scientific
evolution and theological liberalism. Also, recognition of the
pluralistic nature of American culture by the professionals posed a
threat to the Protestant American uniformity designed and desired
by the majority of evangelicals.
Because of the transforming nature of the religious education
movement, and because of the split which was developing in
the Sunday school ranks, it would never remain the institution envisioned by Vincent and Jacobs. At the end of the first
decade of the twentieth century, the Sunday school was undergoing transformation. Of the Sunday schools at that time,
Lynn and Wright conclude, "in 1910 a dream was fading. It was
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the end of an era. "47

Summarization of the Period
A period which began with the national culture largely molded by
the Sunday school ended with the Sunday school largely molded by a
national culture. From a dominant force in American culture at the
beginning of the period the Sunday school became a diminishing
force at the end of the period.
The Sunday school began the period as a participant in a national
Protestant American religion, and at the end of the period became a
participant in an American democratic civil religion.
At the beginning of the period, the Sunday school was part of a
united Protestantism with one unified objective. But at the end, it
found itself as part of a bifurcated Protestantism with disparate
objectives. The seemingly inextricable link between the Sunday
school and the theological position of the various Protestant
denominations is evidenced by this development.
The Sunday school made a significant instructional contribution
to both culture and public education at the beginning of the period,
but was making a negligible contribution at the end.
At the beginning. of the period, the Sunday school was a fellowpartner with public education in religious instruction, but by the end
of the period, it was a follower of public education. The public school
at the beginning of the period taught non-sectarian moral and
religious values, while the Sunday school taught sectarian doctrines.
By the end of the period, the public school had largely abdicated this
role and the Sunday school had accepted the teaching of all of
religious instruction.
The Sunday school began the period as a volunteer interdenominational movement, but ended the period under the
domination of denominational institutionalism. The Biblecenteredness of the Sunday school at the beginning of the period
made Sunday school interdenominational or even supra-denominational; at the end of the period it largely reflected denominational
concerns.
The Sunday school began the period as a lay volunteer movement,
but ended the period under the dominance of largely clergy
professionals. Robert Lynn has projected as a potential thesis:
"Wherever the leaders of a religious educational enterprise adopt
modern, professional standards, there will be a consistent strain
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toward integration of that institution with the larger social systems."
Could this be one of the contributing factors to the absorption of the
Sunday school into the more secularistic, pluralistic American
culture?
The Sunday school began the period as a school outside the church
and at the end had become a school within the church. Beginning at
best as only an adjunct to church life, it was seen as an integral part of
the church's educational ministry at the end.
The Sunday school began the period as a Sunday school
associated with the church, and at the end of the period it had become
part of the church as school.
At the beginning of the period, the Sunday school was designed
almost entirely to provide instruction for children. But by the end of
the period, it encompassed all ages in its instructional program.
There was uniformity of purpose and procedure in the Sunday
school at the beginning of the period when the emphasis was upon
instructing the masses. At the end of the period, when the emphasis in
the Sunday school was upon instructing the individual, the
approaches were diversified.

From Past to Present:
Some Principles for the Sunday School
The major emphasis of the development of the Sunday school
during the half century 1860 to 1910 was mobilization. This took
three forms: the expanded use of lay volunteers, the development of
the community of faith, and a defined and refined organizational and
promotional program.
1. Lay volunteers. Early in its development the Sunday school moved
from paid to lay volunteer teachers. This move accompanied its
evangelistic outreach. One of the keys to the development and the
continuation of the Sunday school has been lay persons sharing their
faith with children, youth, and adults.
Interestingly, the Sunday school was the first movement, even
before the public school, to give major teaching tasks to women. In
those days women may not have controlled the wealth or possessed
the right to vote - in many cases they had to be silent in the
leadership of the church - but they fashioned the thought, the
opinion, and the morals of Protestant children and youth. In an era
without ERA, the power of example and teaching was present.
We need to realize that the Sunday school today is the only place in
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the world where some seven to eight million persons each week share
their faith with others.
The task of Sunday school leadership today is not to replace the
lay volunteer with highly educated professionals. Rather, it is to
better learn how to equip the saints for the work of the ministry.
Enthusiasm and motivation need to be engendered by something like
the convention movement. Some platform is needed to "rally the
troops." Encouragement and inspiration are always needed.
Likewise, teacher training becomes very important. One of the
problems faced by the Sunday school over the years are teachers who
are "out of it," using outmoded methods. Persons tend to teach as
they were taught. For this reason many adults are still using rote
methods of learning even though they may have at hand discoverylearning designed materials.
By in large, curriculum materials are better today than they have
ever been. But the problem is to find adequately trained teachers to
use those materials. Training, of course, is not the only criterion. If
teachers are to share the Christian faith, they must know the
Christian Christ in personal experience. More is caught than taught.
Modeling is always the best method. I have found very few adults
who could specifically tell me anything they had learned in Sunday
school, but they can always remember at least one or two teachers
who made a significant impact upon their lives.
If the Sunday school is to remain the Sunday school, it will have to
do a better job of enlisting, equipping, and utilizing the lay volunteer.
2. The Sunday school is a community offaith where shared values are
important, and each individual has a place. Interestingly, the Sunday
school was most effective when individuals were accepted but where
community became important. It is true that during the period under
discussion, the individual became submerged to the welfare of the
institution. This is an increasing problem today.
At no time in history has the Sunday school had greater
opportunity to be "the family of God." People are looking for others
who care and share with them. In a mobile society, children and
young people desire and need spiritual grandparents, aunts, and
uncles. Their parents welcome some real mothers and sisters.
The Christian education executive of a denomination used to say
that the Sunday school was 90% fellowship. There is a place for
koininia, along with kerygma and didache.
3. Organization and promotion. During the half century under
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discussion, the Sunday school was promoted with skill and
enthusiasm, and the organization at every level was clearly defined.
Imagine prime time on Saturday night, an hour-long TV program
devoted to the next day's Sunday school lesson. Each day several
spots would be devoted to Sunday school meditation or a Golden Text.
At the height of the Sunday school movement, every major daily
paper in America carried daily reading on the Sunday school lesson
and Sunday's paper had a full lesson outline.
Imagine Congress adjourning for a great Sunday school parade
down Pennsylvania Avenue as was the case in 1910. And see the
President of the United States at the reviewing stand. This was the
kind of promotion the Sunday school enjoyed in its heyday. It was a
continuation of the missionary endeavor of the previous period.
Sunday school "enthusiasm" has been criticized at the same time
Madison Avenue sales pitches are condoned. Whenever the Sunday
school has enjoyed the support and promotion of the laity, it has
grown, whether in the local congregation or nationwide. Excited
people accomplish exciting results. Nothing substitutes for
enthusiasm. People must be sold on what they are doing and the
Sunday school has offered a unique place where persons could invite
their family and friends and, in a less structured atmosphere than a
worship service, convey some of that enthusiasm.
It is true that in a simpler structure the aim of the organization can
also be simplified. At the same time, the basic problem of the Sunday
school today remains the lack of an articulated purpose.
Ernest Boyer, former commissioner of education, was featured in
a recent issue of U.S. News and World Report. He was asked the
following question: "What has gone wrong with the public schools?"
His response: "The public has expected too much of schools and the
schools have accepted responsibilities traditionally fulfilled by home,
church, and clubs. The central problem is a lack of clear purpose for
the schools. "4 8
The same thing can be said today for the Sunday school. Too much
has been expected of it and it has accepted too many responsibilities.
At the same time, its task is unclear.
In the last part of the nineteenth century, the organization of the
school united all the country in national, state, county, and local
Sunday school associations. It was truly an ecumenical movement,
and within the local church aims were clearly defined. Everyone
knew what the task was -evangelism and Bible teaching. But today
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there is no such overarching organization. Individual schools take
their view generally from the denominations. Aims are unclear so
that teachers and leaders are unaware of their tasks.
•
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Its Greying:

Sophisticated A<fulthood,
1910By 1910 the Sunday school had grown up. The exuberant, early
teen-age years had been followed by turbulent later adolescence. The
young adult had finally come of age. The twentieth century would
bring rapid maturing.
From 1910 until the present will be treated in two separate
se({tions. The last half of this address will deal with the future of the
Sunday school as I perceive and project it.

From Triumph to Testing:
The Modernization of the Sunday School, 1910-1946
The progressive movement, which had been so much a part of
America beginning at the turn of the century, continued unabated
through the teens and into the 20's. Progressivism showed in
everything from politics to individual persons. Wedded to the
democratic principle, it placed an emphasis upon both individual
achievement and social responsibility. A true democracy was one in
which an individual was free to get ahead, but at the same time had
responsibilities to the larger community.
By 1915, a "new America" was pretty well being shaped. In almost
every area, ties with the past were being broken. This was particularly
true in the area of the arts and of literature. American literature came
into its own, at last shaking off its complete reliance upon Europe.
Music also began to break away from traditional forms and themes
and to give expression to a new spirit which reflected the social trends
of the time. American painters and architects began h> show their
own imaginations. For America, it was really a cultural "coming of
age."
Many looked to the physical sciences as their standard of
measurement and philosophy of life. Psychology, philosophy, and
education, all based upon the scientific method, moved more steadily
32

Its Greying: Sophisticated Adulthood, 1910into vogue. And perhaps one of the most significant developments
was the new attention paid by scholars and writers to the social
sciences. Emancipation frpm the past, enthusiasm for the present,
and expectation for the future seemed to be the American norm.
The government became more involved in the lives of the citizenry
obstensibly to guarantee, as much as possible, social equality in a
pluralistic society.
By 1920, Protestantism was a declining force in American society.
The strong Protestant tide, which ran throughout the 19th century,
had clearly turned by the third decade of the 20th century. As Robert
Handy concludes, "Despite its zeal and energy, Protestantism's
dominance in culture and education, so evident at the midnineteenth century mark, had ebbed by the l 920's. "49 In fact, the
years immediately following World War I marked the collapse of
Protestantism as a dynamic force in American life. Winthrop
Hudson, church historian, says of the period: "Discipline declined,
evangelistic fervor faded, faith lost its force, and the churches living
at peace with the world lost their sense of a distinct and separate
vocation in society. "5o
Among the several reasons for this decline of Protestantism, two
stand out: the identification of mainline Protestant denominations
within the American culture, and the historic "split" in the ranks of
the Protestants between the liberals and the evangelicals.

Identification of Church and Culture
What had begun for the liberal church as an important social
strategy ended in an impotent social stratification. By and large the
mainline denominations had adopted the "new theology," which
with its affirming view of man and its eminent view of God, was
almost completely "this worldly." By identifying so closely with the
world, the church had hoped to win the world. However, it lost both
its own identity and its influence. Persons who saw no difference
between the church and the world saw no reason to join the church.
And the intellectuals to whom the liberal church hoped to appeal
were the ones who largely left the church. 51
In the words of Francis P. Miller, "a process which began with
cuture molded by religious faith" was to end "with a religious faith
molded by a national culture. "5 2
In a pluralistic society, this track taken by a large majority of
Protestantism led to its own downfall. As Will Herberg points out, it
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was easy to make the step from "the religion of democracy" to
"democracy of religion. "53 "Democracy," thus, became a type of
"super-faith" above and beyond the traditional denominations and
even the various faiths. From a Protestant civil religion, America had
moved to a democratic civil religion.
The split in the ranks of Protestantism only added to its
diminishing influence. Most Protestant ministers in the United
States felt that the warfare between theology and science was over by
the middle of the second decade, but they would soon be embroiled in
another warfare. This one was between "modernism" and
"fundamentalism." The "modernist-fundamentalist" controversy
was to divide the Protestant forces even further.
Leadership among the fundamentalists tended to represent a
position further to the "right" than many of those who belonged to
the movement would have taken. Consequently, a large number of
conservative evangelical Protestants were left unrepresented by
either group. Many of these persons belonged to churches which
tended to be identified as liberal. Many others, while opposing the
liberal position, could not identify with the radical theological
positions of the fundamentalists. In 1922, before the controversy had
been "full blown," Protestantism was divided into three groups: the
liberals; the fundamentalists who were mostly Calvinistic in
theological orientation; and a large group of conservative
evangelicals, largely W esleyan-Arminian in theological stance.

The Development and Objectives of the Sunday School
The progressive spirit in society and in public education permeated
the Sunday school movement as well. Modernization efforts
eventuated in broadening both the ministry and the objectives of the
Sunday school.
By now recognized as a part of the educational work of the church,
the Sunday school found itself in the secularizing process affecting
the church.
The period from 1910 to 1922 also saw the Sunday school move
from being the primary, and often the only, church instructional
agency to being absorbed into a total church religious educational
program. While in many churches, especially rural, it would retain its
primary position, yet by and large its base was either broadened to
include all of the church's educational program or it became one of
several agencies in the church program.
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that the church school was one inclusive agency through which the
entire educational program was administered. It was recognized that
the program could be carried out through the various agencies, such
as the Sunday school, the weekday school, young people's societies
and clubs, and other activities which would make for a total
experience in the life of the pupil.
As the third decade began, this idea of the church school was
expanded even further when it was recognized that many things
which took place outside of the formal teaching hour of the church
had educational value. The term "church school," which had marked
the developmental phase of the Sunday school after the turn of the
century, was beginning to give way to the term of the "church as a
school." In effect, the Sunday school was "swallowed up" in a
broader religious educational enterprise of the church.
Modernization of the Sunday school, then, was the theme of the
second and third decades of the twentieth century. In whatever form,
it was to be the church's instructional agency in the development of
the moral and religious character of pupils within the church. This
was in addition to religious teaching and Bible instruction. The
question was whether the Sunday school, as a part of the expanded
church school, could adequately discharge these new responsibilities.
During this period a new word appeared in the vocabulary of
religious education. It was the word "efficiency." Borrowed from the
public school it placed emphasis upon socialization. The ideal of
efficiency was applied to every aspect of the Sunday school. Books,
articles, and speeches of the period referred to the modern Sunday
school which would be "socially efficient."
Part of the effort of efficiency was to improve the organization not
only of the local school, but of all of the denominational, interdenominational, and religious education associations which were
attempting to influence and provide assistance to the local church
school. The merger in 1922 of the International Sunday School
Association, the historic lay-oriented organization; the Sunday
School Council of Evangelical Denominations, largely clergy
dominated; and the International Sunday School Council of
Religious Education, was a big step in this direction. The merger
effectively combined for the moment all of the forces promoting the
Sunday school and the religious education movement into one single
agency for the avowed betterment of religious instruction in the local
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church. It also brought the Sunday school completely under the
control of the increasingly liberal Protestant Church. From this
point on, for better or for worse, the die was cast as far as the
direction of the Sunday school was concerned for at least a quarter of
the century.
The modernization of the Sunday school took basically three
different tracks. The first was to upgrade the traditional Sunday
school. Utilizing the latest approaches in Bible teaching, child study,
educational reforms, and the psychology of religion, the curriculum
aims and the organization of the traditional Sunday school were to
be transformed. This approach was generally favored by traditionalists,
made up of the more conservative and evangelical leadership in the
religious education field. The second was to view the Sunday school
as only one agency in a church program of religious education. This
view saw the expanding of extra-Sunday school activities, such as the
weekday religious instruction and the expressional-participational
activities of the youth groups, as all being components of a larger
church educational enterprise. Generally speaking, this was the route
favored by the religious education movement leadership and Sunday
school professionals in the mainline denominations. A third
approach was to propose alternative educational methods
altogether.
These basic three positions still exist today. For that reason we can
easily cover this seventy-year period from 1910 to 1980 in a brief
overview. The intervening years showed a great deal of activity,
however. The International Council led by Dr. Hugh Magill
provided strong educational leadership to the various denominations.
The graded lessons begun earlier were refined and the Uniform
Lessons continued. Modern methods and standards were adopted
for teachers and leaders. Through its Journal of Religious
Education, the Council became a leader in Christian education. Thus
in liberal mainline denominations the religious education enterprise
followed much of the program of the Religious Education
Association. The Sunday school was restricted to teaching and
became only a part of a broader educational program in the church.
The most significant work of the Council was the Revised
Standard Version of the Bible; the revised New Testament came out
in 1946. It caused as much of a furor with its launching as did the
American Standard Version nearly fifty years previously.
For the conservative evangelicals, the period from 1922 to 1946
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Its Greying: Sophisticated Adulthood, 1910could be termed the "modern dark age" of the Sunday school. There
still remained vestiges of the old convention system in the area and
state association, but there was no leadership nationally. Many of the
smaller denominations which had looked to interdenominational
leadership had not yet developed their own program sufficiently to
fill the void. Evangelicals within the mainline denominations
resented the high-handed leadership of the International Council
and their own bureaucrats, but really did not know which way to
turn. Without leadership, the evangelicals still carried on the Sunday
school much as it had been done in the past.

From Edification to Experimentation:
Questing and Questioning of the Sunday School, 1946-1980
For the evangelicals, 1946 saw the organization of the National
Sunday School Association based upon strong evangelical
principles. The NSSA had three basic purposes: the restoring of the
Bible, of evangelism, and of spiritual power to the Sunday school.
Many evangelicals felt that the Sunday school had been submerged
under a faceless Christian education and had lost its spiritual power.
In the late 40's and 50's, the NSSA led the way to a revival of the
Sunday school in America. It held annual national conventions and
established local, regional, and state conventions. It began to once
again rally the laity. Under the umbrella of NSSA were included
several independent publishers of Sunday school curriculum
material and new youth movements such as Youth for Christ. The
NSSA had its own evangelical, uniform lesson series used by its five
million member constituency. It also included professors of
Christian education and local directors of Christian education.
Largely due to the efforts of the NSSA, Sunday school in America
reached its peak in 1965. Since that time, it has declined in most
denominations.
The breakup of the NSSA came largely through the uneasy
alliances between the independent publishers and the denominations,
both of whom began to sponsor their own conventions, seminars,
and workshops. The NSSA has recently been renamed the National
Christian Education Association and now represents only member
denominations of the National Association of Evangelicals.
One of the local associations begun by the NSSA was the
Michigan Sunday School Association which meets annually in
Detroit. About five years ago, it took the name of the International

37

The Asbury Seminarian
Christian Education Association, since it had a large constituency in
Canada as well as in the United States. Much like the old
International Sunday School Association, it is almost totally lay-led
and oriented. It has therefore in the last IO years competed almost
directly with the parent NSSA. (This is basically the same
development which has taken place between the old International
Sunday School Association and the Denominational Council.) The
ICEA takes its direction from the past. It seems to want to revive all
the old forms, activities, and platforms of 100 years ago. At the
convention in commodious Cobo Hall, however, there are changes.
Racks of attractive up-to-date literature by hundreds of exhibitors
and some two hundred workshops point to new methods.
The decline in Sunday school attendance in the evangelical
churches may have reflected the adoption of more modern Christian
education, organization, and philosophy. But probably, it was due to
less promotion. Many evangelicals reacted against the campaigns
and contests of the late 50's when bicycles, ponies, and free trips to
Disneyland were given away. Pastors resented large Sunday schools
of children and sparse morning worship attendance. Leaders wanted
to adopt a more in-depth educational approach. Even the National
Sunday School Association sponsored a film entitled, "More Than
Sunday School," showing the relationship and need for other
educational agencies. As a result, the Sunday school effort suffered.
The period of 1946 to 1980 in the mainline denominations saw a
continuation with alternatives to the Sunday school. "Released time"
in the public schools received a great deal of attention for a while, but
never really got off the ground in most communities. Some
denominations experimented with Saturday and week-night efforts.
For the past decade, most played down the Sunday school or
basically gave up on it. One denomination gave up on the Sunday
school entirely. As a result, not only did church membership decline
but also Sunday school enrollments.
It would appear at present that there is new enthusiasm for the
Sunday school. Belatedly, the religious education leaders in the
mainline denominations are realizing that over half of their churches
are small and rural in location. In these churches the Sunday school
is the primary instructional agency.
On the other hand, there a.:e the fundamentalists who view the
Sunday school much as it was viewed in the 1880's and 1890's. It is
totally Bible centered, and evangelism is the aim. These are the
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Its Greying: Sophisticated Adulthood, 1910churches still busing in many children. Their activity follows
basically their theological persuasion.
In most fundamentalist related churches, the Sunday school is the
central Christian education agency out of which all others spring and
to which all agencies relate.
Between these two extremes are the conservative evangelicals. For
them the Sunday school is the primary agency for teaching the Bible.
But there are other agencies, particularly the midweek children and
youth activities. Generally speaking, the evangelical conservatives
also make more use of modern methods. They endeavor to relate
nurture to conversion in a more consistent pattern. My personal
feeling is that this three-way alignment will continue in the
foreseeable future.

From the Past and Present to the Future:
Principles for the Sunday School
As we have noted, the major theme of the period is modernization.
This has followed three main emphases.
1. Professionalism. True professional leadership is needed more than
ever in the Sunday school. A more sophisticated, more knowledgeable,
more aware populace is expecting better religious education.
There must be a new professionalism in the Sunday school of the
future. For too long the Sunday school amateur approach has been
an excuse for mediocrity. The Sunday school is big business. It
should require excellence!
The job of the professional in the Sunday school is not to supplant
the lay volunteers. Rather, it is to motivate, mobilize, and train them.
I would personally like to see every church employ a professionally
trained, sensitive, and sensible director of Christian education with
specific responsibilities for the Sunday school.
The task of the professional, however, is not to dictate, but to
facilitate. He or she is to be a servant/ minister - not lording over,
but leading with. Kingdom business requires team effort.
Professionals must not only be academically prepared but
practically experienced. Laymen are pragmatic. They want a leader
who not only knows how, but who does it as well.
2. Acceptance by and inclusion in the church program and leadership
by the clergy. In most cases the Sunday school is seen as an important
ministry of the total mission of the church.
At the same time, it has remained largely a step-child in the
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household of faith. While its importance is being realized, it is still
not a priority in most denominations or in most local churches. It is
endured but not endowed.
Similarly, most clergy do not give it the attention it should have.
Though the instructional, nurturing task should require up to onehalf of the pastor's time, a recent survey showed that most gave
leadership of the Sunday school about the same amount of time as
they gave to the janitor.
Seminaries, in their preparation of pastors, do not do much better.
Compared to other requirements, where does any significant study of
the Sunday school come out?
Until the clergy take the task seriously, the Sunday school will
remain in trouble and in most churches be less than the effective
instrument it should and could be.
Because it is so closely tied to the church, it should also be noted
that the Sunday school tends to rise and fall with the church politic.
For that reason the problems faced by the Sunday school are
problems indemic in the total church structure. It could also be said
that the potential for the Sunday school remains as well the potential
for the church.
3. Person-centered life-long teaching and learning. The major fault
of the traditional Sunday school was its impersonal approach.
Persons were numbers to be counted, and the Bible was material to
be imparted. A factory may mass produce cars, but a Sunday school
cannot mass produce model Christians.
The aim of the Sunday school is not a product to turn out, but a
person to turn on. Our ministry is persons not programs. We have
too often peopled programs when we should be programming for
people.
Thankfully, there is a growing awareness of the importance of
continuing education. In too many Sunday school adult classes
persons sit and soak and sour. They do not keep growing.
Except for the last section related to the future, we have finished
our grid.
Let us review it together briefly:
We have viewed the progression of the Sunday school from its
birth to its present form through three basic time frames. We have
also endeavored to note the impact of culture and public education.
Incidentally, we have traced the relationship of the Sunday school
through the Methodist movement. Let me say at this point that I
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Its Greying: Sophisticated Adulthood, 1910believe the Wesleyan way is the best theological framework in which
the Sunday school can operate effectively. With its emphasis upon
the authority of the Word, the authenticity of personal experience
and accountability in personal ethics, there is a balance of the
cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains. Therefore, the
Wesleyan-related theorists, educators, leaders, and practitioners will
hold in large measure the key to the survival of the Sunday school as
a viable, religious instructional agency. Naturally, I am prejudiced,
but I still think there are grounds for my position.
More importantly, perhaps, have been the nine characteristics
which have been pointed out as necessary in the work of the Sunday
school. If the Sunday school is to be successful, these nine
characteristics will have to be present:
1. Meeting the needs of persons and society
2. An emphasis upon the conversion experience and the spiritual
welfare of individuals
3. Bible-centered teaching and living
4. An expanded use of trained lay volunteer workers
5. An emphasis upon the community of faith
6. Clear-cut organizational patterns and goals and enthusiastic
promotion
7. Professionalism in leadership and relationships
8. Acceptance by and inclusion in the church program and
leadership by the clergy
9. Person-centered life-long teaching and learning

From Innovation to Integration:
The Future of the Sunday School, 1980The Sunday school has matured. It has also aged. After 200 years it
appears to be tottering. It may have rheumatic joints and bad
eyesight, but it still keeps going on. Today it is neither dead nor
dying. So, what of the future?
We are in a transition period. I foresee the last two decades of the
twentieth century to be much like that of 100 years ago. There will be
challenge, change, and transition in the Sunday school as well as in
the church.
The l 980's have been projected as the "decade of discontent." It
will be a time of testing, with all institutions being threatened.
Whether the Sunday school can stand the test remains to be seen.
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Factors in the Future
Someone has quoted what purports to be an old Chinese proverb,
"To prophesy is extremely difficult, especially with respect to the
future!" So I may be in some danger to suggest some of the factors
that will impinge upon the Sunday school in the foreseeable future.
However, let me suggest a dozen or so.
I. The culture for the next several years will reflect the pendulum
swing back to conservatism and patriotism. We are on a "conservative
kick in this country." Witness Ronald Reagan, the moral majority,
etc. A mobile society in search of "roots" will trust in secure
institutions. The main reason the Sunday school may make a
significant comeback in the next few years is that the culture will be
conducive to it.
2. There is a resurgence of religion, particularly the experimental
variety. Evangelicalism is popular. It will continue to confirm the
scriptural basis of truth and emphasize the experience of conversion.
The old evangelicalism is now appearing under the term, "church
growth." The educational enterprise will be viewed by the church
much as it was in the 1800's as a major means of evangelism and
conversion. Even the mainline denominations recognize this and are
beginning to put resources into this enterprise. In some cases this
may bring about tension between the thrust of education and
evangelism.
I attended the 200th anniversary forum on the Sunday school in
Nashville this summer. The main body was made up of mainline
representatives. It was interesting to note that those present
emphasized a return to the basics in the Sunday school: evangelism,
Bible centered, lay volunteers.
3. There will remain a plurality in this country because of
immigration and population shifts. It will not be the Italians and the
Irish who challenge the Sunday school but the Asiatics and
Hispanics who will provide both problems and possibilities.
4. The population shift is to the small towns. The Sunday school is
seen as promulgating those virtues that relate more to the small town
than to the urban centers. And the Sunday school has traditionally
done better there. For that reason the Sunday school should grow.
5. After a declining birth rate in the past, it seems that in 1980 it is
increasing once again and probably will for the next few years.
6. The burgeoning private Christian school movement may speak
well for the future of the Sunday school. Basically, Christian schools
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Its Greying: Sophisticated Adulthood, 1910have supported the Sunday school. They may also share some of the
teaching load.
7. The almost total sell-out of the public school system to secular
humanism. The Sunday school may be increasingly viewed as the last
bastion of the church. Moral value education will have a strong place
in it.
8. The pressure of ad hoc and para-church activities and programs
will continue. This means that the Sunday school in most
denominations will be looked to more and more for the teaching of
definite sectarian doctrine.
9. The country is in an increasingly media-run age. TV is only one
indication. Whether the Sunday school can utilize the opportunities
the media affords is a question, and the impact of the electronic
church is a factor.
10. The "ecumenicity of economy" will be a major factor in the
Sunday school. Growing cooperative curriculum projects will make
for more of a unified approach. The differences between the
educational and developmental theories of the liberals and
conservative evangelicals is not that great. We will therefore see more
dialogue between religious educators on the national scene to discuss
together methods, materials, and theories. The major obstacle will be
basic theological and philosophical positions, but interaction will
come about. And when it does each local Sunday school will have to
pick up particular sectarian teaching.
11. The breakdown of the nuclear family would seem to mitigate
against the family-oriented Sunday school. The Sunday school has
traditionally shared the same values as the family.
On the other hand, single parents may look to the Sunday school
to give the training which would usually be given within the family.
The Sunday school can become the "cluster family," or "family of
God."
12. Volunteer lay ministry will be mixed. Service types of projects
will continue to grow due to the altruistic emphasis in society and the
earlier retirement of individuals. At the same time it will be more
difficult to recruit lay volunteer workers for local Sunday school
positions due to more working women (now more than one half of
the women in the United States) and husbands who hold two jobs.

What is the Future for the Sunday School?
John Westerhof says, "I do not see a place of significance for the
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Sunday school in the future. It is too bound to the past to meet the
needs of a new age. "54 He may be right, but I do not think so.
I tend to agree more with historians Martin Marty and Bob Lynn
that however much we would like to change the Sunday school, it will
remain the primary, and in many cases the only, religious
instructional agency in most Protestant churches for the foreseeable
future.
A great deal depends upon the position taken by the leadership in
the mainline denominations. Presently it would appear that the
leadership is cognizant of the need for the Sunday school. Those of us
who call ourselves evangelicals would like to take credit for any
resurgence of the Sunday school, but let's face it, evangelical
denominations make up only about 15 to 20 percent of the Sunday
school enrollment in the country.
Also, the conservative evangelicals who have saved the Sunday
school over the years may well be the ones who kill it. Their trust in
institutions and intransigeance may preclude the innovative changes
necessary. In that case, Westerhof may be right. Ironically, the
evangelicals who profess to trust most in the Spirit's leading also
trust in forms and institutions. The ministry is swallowed up in the
method. While old forms may work for a while, there is trouble
ahead.
And what is my position? What would I like to see?
Sunday school in particular and religious education in general still
relies too heavily on secular education for direction. It also reacts to
the culture rather than fashioning the culture. Most Sunday schools
are about 10 to 15 years behind the times in methodology and
response. Few church-related theorists are having much of an impact
upon it.
To be prophetic, the Sunday school needs to move ahead of both
the culture and public education. It needs to design its own future.
And what is that future?
I would suggest a redesigned Sunday school program of
professional quality based upon a biblical model. Sunday school
would be restricted to the major instructional agency in a total
Christian Education program. Let us keep and affirm what is right
with the Sunday school but let us get rid of what is not. Let us use the
agency, but not let the agency use us. Let us define, refine, and
confine the aim, role, and ministry of the Sunday school so that it
becomes superior Christian education producing mature Christians.
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Its Greying: Sophisticated Adulthood, 1910I submit that the key to the Sunday school in the future will be how
well we amalgamize the various alternative proposals and still keep
the essentials. It may mean an entirely new or at least a largely altered
approach.
My own position is that the future will call for integration. A
synthesis of the best could well be the answer. Perhaps we can
discover the truth which will set the Sunday school free. Free to be an
agency used by the church for the instruction of persons and to meet
the needs of a new age. If so, the Sunday school will continue as an
unfinished enterprise. If not, we could see the beginning of the end of
a fabled institution. But just as the Sunday school has met growth
situations in the past, I believe it will continue, at least, well into its
•
third century as an "endless experiment."
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